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00:05 
CD: What was a day in port like aboard the USS Oklahoma. 


00:12 

DL: Well routine, we’d get up at five o’clock in the morning, and get 
our scrub down, and wash down, or sweep down, whichever one they 
decided to do. And then uh we’d uh pass a word for chow down. We’d 
go to the mess hall. We had a mess hall in the... one of the gun decks. 
They’d set up tables there, and we had mess cooks that would bring 
the food from the galley back to this mess deck and set it on the table. 
And we'd have like a family style meal. T-They’d pass the 
(masterines?) down the line and people would take out what they 
wanted, and uh our meals was served in-in that fashion. And uh, 
pretty much the same time every day, and of course the menu was 
posted, you knew what you was going to get every day for a meal, 
so... I don’t know I'd say it was, it was a good system they had. And 
they get-the mess cook would get five dollars extra a month pay for 
being a mess cook. And if he broke anything he’d have to pay for it; 
that made it rough, you know. W-when they’d hear you go down the 
ladder to the (skull) where you’d taken these dish down to the skull 
where they’d have ‘em washed, you’d hear one of these trays slip out 
of his hands- out of the, and they’d get a little rough at sea, and 
everybody start hollering, “What’s your pay number?” Heh, so now 
he’s going to have to pay for that. So they’d let him go, all depends on 
the sys-you know, what happened if it’s called by heavy sea-s or 
something like that. I never heard of one getting charged for it. But 
we'd always razz ‘em about it. (02:15) So... 


02:25 
CD: What was camaraderie like with the men on that ship? Would you 
describe the relationships, and interpersonal... 


02:33 

DL: Well you, it was good. The only thing is you wouldn't go from your 
division into another division to cause any problems or anything, you 
know. You'd have to respect their places the way you'd want them to 
respect yours. If you lived down here on that street, you wouldn't 


want your neighbor to come over, you know, it's one of those types of 
things. Everybody got along good, they, we never had any trouble like 
that on the ship that I ever heard of. 


CD: Was there a lot of pride being on the Oklahoma? 


03:13 

DL: Very much so, it was a...it was a good ship. We was...the only 
time we had any trouble, I wasn't involved in this, the Nevada was a 
sister ship to the Oklahoma, and they were designed and built the 
same way, in all respects. We were the only two ships that had bunks, 
the rest of 'em were sleeping in hammocks at this time, in '39, '40, 
they didn't go to bunks till later on. But we had uh bunks. And uh, 
when both ships was in long beach uh water taxi picked up a load of 
sailors at the landing, was taking 'em back to the ships, and he went 
alongside the Nevada and he cried out, “Oklahoma.” So the guys on 
the Oklahoma unloaded, went aboard ship, went into their 
compartments, and somebody's in their bunk, you know, and the were 
rattlin' with, hollering at 'em, carrying on, and it was quite a 
disturbance there for a while until they realized what was going on, 
they was on the wrong ship. And the compartments, well they had 
night lights (04:25) there, but they couldn't see what was going on, 
they just know that somebody's in their bunk. And it was- that was a 
quite a deal for...went around the fleet for a while, but a mistake was 
made by the boat cox-man on the water taxis. And by that time he was 
over at the Oklahoma calling out Nevada, you know, so they started 
flashing signals around, and getting the word that they were gonna 
put a boat in the water and move these back along you know, so they 
did. It was no big problem, but it was quite a, got quite interesting 
around midnight. 


05:05 
(background noise) 


05:17 
CD: Do you remember where you were December 6"? 


DL: December the 6". I was aboard ship, Saturday, yeah. 


05:29 
CD: Do you remember what you did that evening? 


DL: I, not to much ‘cause I didn’t go ashore, I was aboard, I stayed 
aboard. That was a Saturday night and I, 


05:45 


CD: Could you walk me through, could you walk me through your day 
on the 7"? What happened, what you saw. 


DL: The whole, the whole story about December the 7"? Is that what 
you want? 


06:00 
CD: Ya, I might come back and ask you a few detailed questions, if 
you wouldn’t mind telling that story. 


DL: Well on December the 7", after breakfast I went from my 
compartment which is the main deck, forward, to the carpenter shop 
which is the 3™ deck aft in the ship, which is the, aft of the ship. I was 
there talkin’ to a buddy of mine when the uh, attack started, 7:55. We 
took the first torpedo and pretty soon the word was passed over, the 
public canal system, the general quarters, at first we didn’t respond to 
this to much, we started fussing about who’s uh, duty (07:00) 
commander having a drill on Sunday morning, you know like this. 
Well the officer on the deck realized that something was wrong so he 
went over and passed the word and it got a little out of hand, I don’t 
have to say it but he passed the word, “this is no <blank, blank>, this 
is general quarters, the Japanese are attacking”. Then you could hear 
the chains rattalin’, the ladders and the people movin’ out ya know. 
And I moved from the aft end of the compartment, of the carpenter’s 
shop up to uh a hatch, which was about a 3 foot square hatch they call 
them striker hatches they, they, they lower tools, parts and stuff down 
below. The chase quarters would lower their food down through this 
striker hatch. They had a (08:00) vertical ladder welded to the side of 
the hatch that goes from the 3™ deck to the main deck. I got over to 
the opening of the hatch and this was a section of the ship with repair 
3, general quarter stations and these men were rolling in and it was 
also the gun turrets magazines were down there so there was several 
people coming in, I got to the hatch and there was a man standing 
there, I met this guy 40 years later at the Bank of America here in San 
Diego. And I told him I want to go to the boat deck to my gun station 
and he told me to stand fast. Well in the navy when a (09:00) petty 
officer told you to stand fast, especially when he had a 45 strapped to 
him you stood fast, you didn’t quarrel with him you know. So, he and I 
were standing at the opening of this hatch, he had us puedes pone 
combing of the hatch, it’s a raised part of the hatch where it goes in, 
and air tight, water tight, hatch is closed up. And the man with the 
sound power phones on finally with the ship rolling really fast, we’re 
taking torpedoes one right after the other which ended up we took 
number six torpedo with hit fairly close to where we were at the 
compartment. Each time a torpedo hit the whole ship would shake, we 
eventually took nine torpedoes. The guy with the sound power phone 


gave the word to abandon ship (10:00). At that point the guy with the 
45 and all turned and started up this ladder, I should say down the 
ladder because the ship had rolled over to the point where this 
vertical ladder now was horizontal and just slightly tilt down, so it’d 
be better to say that we was going down this vertical ladder. We got 
to the surface, we got to the main deck and as we reached the main 
deck the water was coming into this hatch, we shippin’ water in this 
hatch as we was coming out, so I knew we had to get, swim as fast as 
we could, as hard as we could to get away from the structure of the 
ship or the suction of the ship going down, ‘cause she’s rollin’ really 
fast now, (11:00) so we dived out of this thing, I dived out of the ship 
into the water, and started swimmin’ but, I just got a short piece 
away, far enough to where I wasn’t caught under the ship but I was 
caught in the down suction of the ship created and I was pulled to the 
bottom of Pearl Harbor, which is about 34 feet. The odd thing, and TIl 
have to say this was the hair on my head was standing straight up I 
was going down so fast and the suction was so great you couldn’t 
swim out of it, I can remember trying to swim out of it, breaking you 
know getting, kept from, continue going down, but I couldn’t break 
out of it and this is about the time the ship, this is all happening real 
fast (12:00) when the ship hit the bottom my feet went into the uh, 
mud and the silt on the bottom of the harbor, I could feel a defiant 
change in temperature in everything and I could feel it in my legs and 
it come up to my knees. When she hit bottom, she had uh, Tl use the 
word, blowback from all this pressure she pulled you down with she 
pushed you back up with, when she pulled me out of that mud I lost 
my shoes, I remember that. I left my shoes in the mud on the bottom, 
I come up out of the water and probably half my body was shot up out 
of the water, very fortunate because there were so many things in the 
water, boats, debris and stuff from the ships and personnel and I 
(13:00) come up out of the water, my chest was really hurtin’ at that 
point, I mean, it was, I could hardly breathe, I was trying to get my 
lungs filled I guess back up and I was having trouble and I made it to 
a sea plane tender that broke loose from the ship and it was up side 
down and the pontoons was on the bottom of the ship that was 
holding it up at the time and I say there was about 15 of us and you 
just put your hand on the thing, to float you know to keep from, where 
you wouldn’t have to swim and that helped me a little, I was getting 
my breath back, I was breathing a little better and for some reason 
the pontoon filled with water and they sunk, so we had about 15 of us 
in a circle there just started (14:00) swimming off in different 
directions and a buddy of mine on the same division on the ship, his 
name is Wes Potts, he had two planks that broke loose from the ship 
and we assumed from the gangway and several years later before I’d 
seen him again after that, but he recognized me and seen I was 
having trouble and he swim over to me and gave me one of his planks 


and if he hadn’t have given me a plank like he did I probably wouldn’t 
have made it because I didn’t have anything else to hold on to or geta 
hold of and I was still having trouble breathing. So, I took the plank 
and laid it under my chest and looped my arms around it and I floated 
real, it was, gave you a chance to get organized again. I looked over 
the (15:00) and the Oklahoma had rolled over and the hull of the ship 
was still out of the water and I could see several guys on there, one in 
a red tarp that I knew, was on the hull of the ship and I thought well 
that’s the closest thing to me, so I said I can make it there and climb 
up on the hull of the ship until I get rested a little bit. About that time 
I was moving in that direction, off, off to my left there was a 
motorboat loaded with survivors and he was evidently in route to get 
out of, to go to the dock somewhere and unload these men he had 
aboard, and the high altitude bombers came over and they were 
dropping the bombs, you could just look up from the water and just 
(16:00) see the, see the planes and the bombays flash, there would 
be a flash, figure there were bombs fallin’ and one of these bombs 
missed the battleship that they were target, the West Virginia 


16:16 
CD: I’m sorry, there’s a lot of traffic noise outside Don and I have to 
ask you to hold. 


16:47 

CD: Don if you could pick your story back up with when you were in 
the water and looked up and saw the dive bombers or the high 
altitude bombers. 


DL: I was making my way back to the Oklahoma when (17:00) when 
the dive bombers and those went over and they dropped the bombs 
and one of these bombs hit, what was it, an officer’s motorboat that 
was loaded with survivors. That wasn’t a very large boat, but it, you 
can imagine when that bomb went off what happened to that, those, 
everybody on there just went different directions, parts and blew up 
so, I stopped and saw that and at the same time I took a small, 
shrapnel in my left hip, it was either from the boat, part of the boat or 
the bomb that had exploded, it was, I was that close to it when it went 
off. And I decided, real fast, that I was going in the wrong direction, I 
was going back to the target area and I turned around with my plank 
(18:00), the plank under my arms and I started going toward the 
shore, back toward the center of the harbor. I got, fairly, away from 
Battleship Row and a another motorboat, motor launch come by with 
a bunch of survivors in it and he was going very slow and I think he’s 
going to stop and pick me up you know, he could see me there but, 
evidently he didn’t and as the boat went by I got up real close to it 
and I see the stern line was dragging in the water behind it, behind 


the boat so I reached out and grabbed that line. At that point I turned 
the plank loose, but I wrapped the line around my wrist because of 
the oil that was up on there, it was hard (19:00) to hold on to, and I 
was holding onto the line and he was dragging me through the water 
behind the boat, till somebody spotted me back there and they 
hollered at him. When he looked back and stopped the boat they gota 
hold of the line and pulled me up, pulled me up to the side of the ship 
and two or three of the guys on the boat picked me up and put me in 
the boat, he was headed for the submarine base, so we took to the 
submarine base, so when I got, when I got in the boat somebody told 
me to check in at the first uh, first aid when I got to the base, uh I was 
bleedin’, a little bit, that shrapnel I just pulled it out and threw it away 
I didn’t even think any more about it, but none of us was dressed very 
heavy because we had any clothes on we took them off for the weight, 
of the weight and stuff, (20:00) but anyway, I just had undershorts on 
when they put me on the boat, and I went to the first aid and they 
dressed me up a little bit, put a, cleaned me up and put a band aid on 
it, and they had a, most of the guys in there and all this oil and stuff 
on them and they was cleaning them up at the same time, and that, 
after uh, after uh that we went over to what they call the lucky begal, 
the ship or station is where discard sailors leave their clothes and are 
picked up by the master at arms and they’re put in what’s called the 
Lucky Bag, in order to get those clothes back you had to work it off by 
so many hours doin’ certain jobs on the ship to get your clothes back 
and if you didn’t pick them up within a certain time they marked them 
‘DC’ which was discard, discarded clothing (21:00) and they could 
sell them to anybody who wanted to go down, every month or so 
they’d have a sale on them and you could go down and buy a shirt or 
pants or a pair of shoes or something be, and they’d have it stenciled 
‘DC’ and that would be, then you could stencil your name on it. So 
they opened these lucky bags out and dumped the clothes out to 
where we could get something to wear clothes, and uh, I come out of 
the uh, pharmacy to, I was headed for the sub, to the pier down at the 
submarines ‘cause the planes was comin’ in close to that area and 
there was guys with the old 30 rifles shootin’ at them as they go by 
because when I was in the water this, one of the torpedo planes came 
by, came overhead and (22:00) they had to fly in real low because of 
the depth of the water and the, and the torpedoes they had to change 
the designs on the torpedoes they had wooden rudders on them so 
they wouldn’t sink to deep. And they was coming in like 30, 35 feet 
above the water and this one plane, the only one I witnessed, they had 
to old type helmets, leather caps you know with the uh, goggles and 
he was hanging his head out of the cockpit of the plane... 


22:37 
CD: I have to, sorry the traffic is really bad today. 


22:50 

DL: Yeah, he was flying in about 30, 35 feet above the water and he 
released a torpedo, (23:00) and I was looking straight up at the guy 
and he had his head hanging his head out the, cockpit of the plane 
and lookin’ down in the water at us, I don’t know whether he was 
actually grinnin’ or it was a Japanese, they, they do this kind of thing 
as a habit I guess I call it maybe, but he had like a grin on his face and 
you could see the gold in his teeth. Actually he was that low you could 
see, and before he pulled out and went up to make another run or 
back to the ship, but I could actually see the gold in the guy’s teeth 
when he had his head hanging out. But, I went to the sub base, I went 
down to the pier in hopes that I could get involved in something there, 
and they picked me up (24:00) right away on the sub base, they was 
loading stores and supplies aboard to get underway. So I worked at 
that for a couple of hours, they got finished up loading stores on the 
submarines and uh, I went back up to the barracks, and uh, the 
captain on the Oklahoma, Captain Foye had been relieved just a short 
time before this happened and he was up there at the sub base and he 
saw me and called me over, he recognized me from, his cabin was on 
the same deck as our work station was, a lot of the time he would 
come out and talk to us you know and stuff, very good person. And uh, 
he called me up and told me to, gave me orders to uh, go around Pearl 
Harbor and the ship yard (25:00) and uh, round up as many 
Oklahoma sailors as I could and, he would like to have them here at 
18:00 which is 6 o’clock that evening and, and uh, he wanted to talk 
to us. So I did and we got quite a few of the guys up to the sub base. 
He gave a, quite an emotional talk to us because, like I said before he 
was involved in rammin’ the Arizona and we just skinned by the 
Enterprise, the aircraft carrier and on our way out of the ship yard in 
Bremerton that barge was crossin’ the bow, the Oklahoma was going 
out and a heavy fog in the, barge was towin’ a, car, a, a barge witha 
train, boxcars on (26:00) it, railroad cars. And we hit the tow chain 
between the barge and the tow ta, and these, and that flipped that 
barge over to where the, we went over to the side of the ship and a 
buddy of mine come up behind me because he couldn’t get up to the 
side because everybody was over there and he says, he says to me 
‘what did we run into?’ And I told him a freight train (laughs). He 
couldn’t, he wouldn’t accept that, but that’s what was in the paper the 
next day, the Oklahoma rammed a freight train crossing Puget Sound. 
And he but that into his, he, he actually felt he might be a jinx to the 
ship, but he was a good captain, really good. 


26:51 
CD: Did you see the Arizona get hit when you were in the water? 


DL: Pardon? 
CD: Did you see the Arizona get hit when you were in the water? 


26:57 

DL: Yeah, I seen the main explosion when the bomb went in the 
bottom and blew, blew up the magazine. Right, I saw several, most of 
that stuff, the West Virginia and uh, on this, after the uh, second raid 
went over we was, ramblin’, hanging out at the sub base. And uh, that 
night at 24:00 midnight Sunday night they passed the word for 
volunteers to go to other ships in the harbor, to, to fill the crew up 
and I got the, I volunteered for the USS Phelps, the destroyer 360. 
And at midnight they put us in a boat, took us over and dropped us off 
at each one of these ships. And at 4:00 Monday morning (28:00) we 
got underway on the Phelps and went out on patrol around Pearl 
Harbor and we were out there for ten days when they, when the ship 
got orders to get back into Pearl to pick up supplies and fuel and 
proceed to the South Pacific to join a task force out in the, and uh. 
Well we got back in, we had two hours in port to do all of this and. I 
can throw a little story in here if you wanted to hear it, but uh you 
could cut it if you wanted to cut it. But we had a boats mate on there 
by the name of French and he was first class. Back in them days the 
only ones that could bring their family to Pearl was first class chiefs 
and officers, so when we were going back into Pearl (29:00) he was 
talking to the division officer which name was Zimwalt, turned out 
that make Admiral later on in the navy, he was stationed here in San 
Diego for a while as an Admiral. But he convinced Zimwalt to give him 
liberty for two hours because he told him his wife was going to have a 
baby and he kept pressure on him and he told him, I’ll guarantee you 
I'll be back to the ship before you get underway. So this, this went on 
all the way into port and we tied up and he finally said, make sure 
you’re back here because if you don’t you’re going to get me in a lot 
of trouble see. So French jumped off the ship soon as we got close to 
the pier, up and over and took off. He had a car, most of them had 
cars, o old trap of cars. This, we were sinking up our lines (30:00) 
getting ready to get underway when here come French, he jumped 
aboard, threw off all lines and got underway and I wouldn’t swear it 
but I’m sure they held up the ship for a while to make sure he, 
because we were leaving a little earlier than two hours. Anyway, head 
up to the folk hole, he was anyway, once we got underway we got, we 
set up what we call special sea details, so we stand by on the folks 
hole with the anchors incase we run into a problem, steering problem, 
engine problem or something like that we may have to drop the 
anchor instead of running aground or into some other ship. So our 
special sea detail was on the folks hole and here’s French, he’s up 
there and he’s, some folks up there trying to get a conversation out of 


him and he finally got upset and he (31:00) told me, he said look 
French, he says ‘look I’m going to give you two hours of liberty 
because our wife’s going to have a baby, was it a boy or a girl?’ 
French looked him I swear in the eyes and, we was bunch standing 
around, and he says ‘Well, I’ll let you know in 9 months’ (laughs) That 
was the end of that story, he never let anyone else go ashore on those 
kind of deals, but he’d been had. But that, we came back in, had the 
two hours... 


31:39 
CD: Don we have to stop, we have to change... 


31:41 
End. 


